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Abstract: Nigeria is country with a population of about 170 million people extracted from over 
370 different ethnic groups. These ethnic groups are mainly Muslims and Christians with a 
minority traditionalist. The country is divided into 36 states with an unequal population among 
them. However, the same numbers of slots are allocated to the state in all public institutions 
without any regard to population sizes of the states. This system creates a feeling of 
marginalization and domination especially from the states with larger population. Additionally, 
each state of the federation according to the constitution must have at least 1 minister in the 
federal cabinet. However, the ethnicity or religion of prospective ministers is not accorded any 
significance. This system therefore creates a feeling of marginalisation and domination especially 
from the minority ethnic groups as well as lack of religious imbalance in the appointment of 
ministers in the country. Thus, it became imperative to find out if there is justice in the treatment 
of un-equals equally. The objective is to suggest on a more equitable formula for the allocation of 
slots to all the states. To achieve this, a one-on-one semi-structured interview was conducted on 
10 respondents. The findings revealed that proportional representation where by the actual 
population size of each state will determine the number of slots allocated to the state as well  as 
ethno-religious balancing of ministerial cabinet are quite appealing with the capacity to alleviate 
if not eliminate the feelings of marginalization and domination expressed across the country. 
 







Nigeria’s population is estimated at 169 
million (World Bank, 2012) consisting of a total 
of about 371 different ethnic groups (Otite, 
1990). The largest ethnic groups are the 
composite Hausa-Fulani of the north, the 
Yoruba of the southwest, and the Igbo of the 
southeast (Mustapha, 2007). With no 
government official figure for Nigeria’s religious 
and ethnic groups due to the absence of religion 
and ethnicity as a criteria in all the census that 
were conducted since 1991 (Library of 
congress, 2008), a US agency the CIA (2014) 
estimated that Muslims constitute 50%, 
Christians 40% and indigenous beliefs 10%. The 
three most dominant ethnic groups of Hausa, 
Ibo and Yoruba constituted for about 69% of the 
country’s total population. While the remaining 
368 ethnic groups accounted for the remaining 
31% of the population. Being a heterogeneous 
country, power had to be shared among the 
various segments of its society (Soba & Rahman, 
2015).  
The principle of federal character was 
articulated and used by successive governments 
in the country in order to address and 
hopefully alleviate the problem of diversity so 
as to guarantee a non-violent, stable and 
integrated Nigeria especially after its first 
military coup of 1966, the counter coup and 
the civil war that followed after that. In an 
attempt to avoid a reoccurrence of such 
incidents, emphasis on representation and 
power sharing was given constitutional 
backing in 1979 beneath the Principle of 
Federal Character. Drafters of the constitution 
felt that the fear of domination or exclusion 
were salient aspects of Nigerian politics, and 
therefore it was essential to have a specific 
provision that will guarantee there was no 
majority of people from a limited states or 
even from a few sectional or other ethnic 
groups in the configuration of the government 
and its agencies (Soba & Rahman, 2015). 
Federal Character Commission (FCC) 
recognized by Act No 34 of 1996 is a Federal 
Executive body charged with the 
responsibility of implementing the Principles 
of Federal Character to ensure fairness and 
impartiality in the dispersal of public posts 
and other socio-economic infrastructure 
between the various federating units that 
constituted the Federal Republic of Nigeria. 
The requirements of Sections 14 and 153 of 
1999 Constitution consolidated the launch of 
the Federal Character Commission for operation 
under a democratic system of Government (FCC, 
2015). However, it has been revealed that for a 
more stable, equitable and harmonious country, 
some consociational factors appears highly 
essential and therefore need to be incorporated 
into the federal character principles so as to 
make it more effective. These include 
proportional representation both on the basis of 
states population and on the basis of religious 
group population. Another essential factor that 
needs to be incorporated in the principles is the 
ethno-religious consideration in the 
appointment of political office holders. 
 
2. Literature Review  
 
Consociationalism is developed on the basis 
of reconciling societal division along religious, 
ethnic, or linguistic lines by ensuring there is no 
domination or exclusion of one group by 
another. The main goals of consociationalism 
include governmental stability, lasting power-
sharing measures, lasting democracy and the 
prevention of violence. It guarantees stability 
by giving all relevant groups a stake in the 
system (Cammett & Malesky, 2012). It has been 
formulated and developed by most notably 
Arend Lijphart and it is generally accepted 
today that consociationalism is the dominant 
model in managing ethnically divided societies 
(McGarry & O’Leary, 2009). 
There is a comprehensive agreement among 
scholars and experts that societies with 
profound ethnic divisions are more susceptible 
to political violence than societies without 
serious identity cleavages (Selway & 
Templeman, 2012). The power sharing ideal 
was primarily established as a substitute to 
Westminster style majoritarian regimes, 
categorized by both unitary nations and 
majoritarian plurality elections (Norris, 2008). 
Therefore, in an attempt to settle and manage 
ethnic conflict, power sharing arrangement is 
often seen as an appropriate solution. It has 
been formulated to address the problem of 
majoritarian democracy that assumes the 
majority should govern while the minority 
should oppose. According to the pure 
theoretical model, the majority have the 
monopoly of decision making and power 
(Hering, 1998). In a homogenous society this is 
acceptable, but in a deeply divided society this 
system has a negative implication because the 
minorities that are being denied access to 
power continuously will feel excluded and 
marginalized which could lead to revolt 
against the government. This majoritarian 
democracy therefore, in a segmented society 
will eventually lead to violent crisis and 
disintegration. Hence advocates of 
consociationalism claimed that ethnic 
diversities are highly resilient and must be 
recognized in a society and not just ignored 
(McGarry & O’Leary, 1995). They further 
argued that the main groups are not likely to 
marge, assimilate or dissolve to form a 
common identity among them (McGarry & 
O’Leary, 2009). Accordingly, 
Consociationalists therefore describe 
themselves as realists who, accept the 
existence of divisions within ethnically 
divided societies and made an attempt to 
control them through a constitutional 
engineering that is often complex (Kerr, 
2009). 
Political systems of quite a number of 
countries function on a consociational base, 
including that of Lebanon, Belgium, 
Netherlands from 1917 to 1967, New Zealand 
and Switzerland. Some scholars are of the 
opinion that even the European Union bears a 
resemblance to consociational democracy 
(Bogaards, 1998). Belgium is successful in 
attaining stability following its reform of 1970 
that turned its central government into fully 
fledged power sharing system. Through the 
principle of parity that guarantees equal 
number of French and Flemish speaking 
ministers, upper ranks of the army etc. 
(Schneckner, 2002). In the federation of 
Bosnia, the three-member presidency requires 
one Muslim, one Croat and one Serb 
representative with each having veto power. 
Similarly, in an attempt to ensure segmental 
representation, the president in Lebanon must 
be a Christian, the prime minister on the other 
hand has to be a Sunni Muslim and the 
parliament speaker has to be a Shi’ite Muslim 
(Nagle & Clancy, 2012). 
Nigeria is also a pluralist country that 
adopts Consociationalism in its operations. 
Emphasis on representation and power 
sharing was given constitutional backing in 
1979 beneath the Federal Character principle. 
Drafters of the constitution felt that the fear of 
exclusion or domination were salient features 
of Nigerian politics, and therefore it was 
essential to have a specific provision that will 
guarantee there was no majority of people 
from a limited states or even from a few 
sectional or other ethnic groups in the 
configuration of the government and its 
agencies. Subsequently, the National 
constitutional conference organized by the 
Abacha regime in June 1994 went even further 
in promoting concessional power sharing in 
Nigeria and eventually concluded that a Federal 
Character Commission was to be established, to 
monitor and enforce the application of Federal 
Character and proportional representation 
across the country (FCC, 2015). 
Federal Character Commission (FCC) 
recognized by Act No 34 of 1996 is a Federal 
Executive body charged with the responsibility 
of implementing the Principles of Federal 
Character to ensure fairness and impartiality in 
the dispersal of public posts and other socio-
economic infrastructure between the various 
federating units that constituted the Federal 
Republic of Nigeria (FCC, 2015). The 
requirements of Sections 14 and 153 of 1999 
Constitution consolidated the launch of the 
Federal Character Commission for operation 
under a democratic system of Government. The 
federal character principle (FCP) fundamentally 
refers to the recognition of the plural nature of 
the country in recruitment, distribution of 
political and administrative positions and 
power as well as the resources of the country. 
The essence of FCP is to allow the configuration 
and conduct of governmental institutions to 
reflect the diversity of the country 
(Majekodunmi, 2013). 
However, the power sharing arrangement in 
the country as operated under the FCP, does not 
consider religion or ethnicity of candidates 
which are the most critical cleavages in the 
country even though, it is a country with 2 
major religions and about 371 different ethnic 
groups. Similarly, it does not consider the 
relative population size of states when it comes 
to allocation and distribution of bureaucratic or 
political posts among the federating units (Eke, 
2015; Adetiba & Rahim, 2013; Ugoh & Ukpere, 
2012; Mustapha, 2007). Thus, the different 
segmental groups increasingly feel 
marginalized and neglected as a result of under 




For the purpose of this study, qualitative 
research design was employed were an in-
depth semi-structured, face to face interview 
was conducted on 10 high ranking officers from 
5 different institutions who were considered 
critical to this study.  These are people who are 
in position of power and authority who were 
and still are involved in the formulation and 
execution of policies relating to the research 
area. They were purposely selected because 
there is no gain in randomly looking for 
respondents who could not provide answers 
to the questions raised (Cohen, Manion & 
Morrison, 2007). The respondents were 
selected from the following institutions.  
• National House of Assembly: being the 
highest law making body in Nigeria charged 
with the constitutional powers of enacting 
laws for the order, peace and for the good 
governance of the country.   
• National Populations Commission: Being 
established by the federal government in 1988 
and charged constitutionally with the powers 
of gathering, analysing and broadcasting 
population and demographic data in Nigeria.   
• Federal Civil Service Commission: being 
the executive body that is charged with the 
obligation of making appointment and 
transfer of all federal civil servants.  
• Ministry of Defence: being the federal 
ministry that is charged with the obligation of 
providing both administrative services and 
support to the armed forces. 
• Federal Character Commission: being the 
body established by Act No. 34 of 1996 for the 
implementation and also enforcing the 
Principles of Federal Character aimed at 
ensuring fairness and equity in the allocation 
slots among the various federating units that 
made up the Federal Republic of Nigeria.  
 
4. Findings and Discussion 
 
In Nigerian politics, marginalization and 
domination have been identified as salient 
aspects that needed certain constitutional 
provisions that could reduce if not eliminate it. 
Accordingly, the federal character commission 
was established and charged with the 
responsibility of designing and ensuring 
compliance with the federal character 
principles that is aimed at ensuring no 
domination of any section or tribe on the 
others in the composition of government and 
its agencies (FCC, 2015). Thus, a formula for 
the distribution of posts across the country 
was created. This study has identified 
government consideration on ministerial 
appointment and the persistent cries of 
marginalization and domination across the 
country even with the federal character 
principle that is meant to alleviate such 
feelings. The study revealed that government 
whether by act of commission or omission has 
neglected some critical cleavages in the 
formula of allocating political appointments 
across the heterogeneous country. It has been 
revealed that the neglect of such factors 
contributed immensely to the feelings of 
marginalization and domination in the country. 
4.1. Grand Coalition 
 
This study found that political association, 
national spread and merit are the considerations 
of the government when appointing ministers. 
Grand coalition in government as one of the 
pillars of consociational democracy, may take 
different methods as explained earlier. The 
implication of this finding is that the most 
critically cleavages in the country are overlooked 
or ignored in the criteria of appointing ministers. 
This neglect gave room for the government to 
appoint ministers without considering the 
religion and ethnicity of the appointees. Without 
such consideration therefore, the cabinet of 
ministers often tends to be lopsided in favour of 
one religion or ethnicity while marginalizing and 
dominating others. Figure 1 below depicts the 
respondents view on how Grand Coalition 
through ethnic and religious balancing in Nigeria 
cannot be overemphasized.  
 
 
Figure 1: Grand Coalition Appeal 
Source: NVIVO 10 output generated from   
interviews, 2015 
 
It has been revealed that in 2003 when 
president Obasanjo named his ministers, from 
the entire southern region, not a single Muslim 
was made a minister in that cabinet despite the 
fact that the South West zone with about six 
states has about 50% Muslim population. It has 
also been revealed that the Kanuri ethnic group 
situated in the North West zone with presence in 
Borno, Yobe, Adamawa and Gombe states, with a 
total population of about 5.6% of the country’s 
population which is considered as the fifth 
highest (UNHCR, 2015) yet from 1999 to date 
were never regarded for any ministerial slot. 
During President Jonathan’s regime, it was 
revealed that he preferred to appoint northern 
minority Christians on any slot that is meant for 
the northern Nigeria thereby overlooking the 
dominant ethnic and religious groups in that 
region which leads to cries and feelings of 
marginalization and domination. The process of 
appointing ministers in Nigeria therefore does 
not comply with grand coalition under 
consociational democracy.  
Consequently, it is believed that when the 
government ensures a balance in the 
appointment of minister on the basis of religion 
and ethnicity, the federal character of the 
country will certainly become more effective 
and strengthened.  This has been proved in 
India with its cabinet of ministers where certain 
numbers of ministers are allocated to the 
various religious and linguistic groups in the 
country according to their overall population 
sizes (Lijphart, 2008). 
4.2. Proportional Representation 
 
Proportional representation is a system in 
which the distribution of posts and offices to the 
states corresponds closely with the proportion 
of the total population of those states. For 
example, if a state has 5% of the country’s 
population then, a perfectly proportional 
system would allow that state to gain 5% of the 
total posts or offices to be distributed. 
Proportional representation could take the form 
of religion, ethnicity or relative population sizes 
of states as obtainable in other countries 
because the main aim is to ensure, the various 
segments of the society feels adequately 
represented and not marginalized in any way so 
as to have a peaceful and harmonious country. 
It has been observed that the range of 
population according to the states in Nigeria 
differs significantly from Kano being the highest 
populated with 9.3 Million representing about 
6.7% of Nigeria’s population and Bayelsa being 
the least populated with about 1.3 million 
representing about 1.2% of the country’s total 
population. However, when allocating slots to 
the states according to the formula of the 
Federal character principle, it does not consider 
population size of states and therefore allocates 
the same number to all the states. Thus, people 
from states with high population are not happy 
with this system of sharing slots and feel not 
adequately represented in governmental 
agencies. Such states are also left with higher 
number of unemployed youth due to this 
system of allocation to the states. Hence the 
respondents would want a proportional 
representation that is based on the population 
size of each of the 36 states of the federation, 
taking into consideration the state’s religious 
and ethnic groups’ number and population 
sizes. By doing this proportionality state by 
state therefore, it is guaranteed to have a national 
representation proportionally on the bases of 
state, religion and ethnicity and this proportional 
representation system could reduce if not 
alleviate the feeling of marginalization and 
domination across the country as depicted by 




Figure 2: Proportional Representation Appeal 
Source: NVIVO 10 output generated from 
interviews, 2015 
 
Consequently, it is believed that when the 
government ensure proportional representation 
according to the state’s overall population, 
ethnicity and religion, the federal character 
principle will indeed become more effective and 
strengthened.  This has been proved in India’s 
democratic stability and success has been 
attributed to its provision of proportional 
representation in in the country’s political 
arrangement that has proportionally 
accommodated the various linguistic and 
religious groups in the country (Ganguly, 
Diamond & Plattner, 2007). 
 
5. Conclusion  
 
The absence of a balanced cabinet of ministers 
on the basis of religion and ethnicity are viewed 
as one of the major courses of the feeling of 
marginalization and domination. Therefore, it is 
believed that when the government ensures a 
balance in the appointment of minister on the 
basis of religion and ethnicity, the federal 
character of the country will certainly become 
more effective and strengthened. Similarly, it has 
been revealed that the Federal Character 
Principle does not consider population sizes of 
states as such, in the allocation and distribution 
of governmental posts and vacancies across the 
country, population density of states are not 
given any consideration. However, this has been 
revealed as another main course of the feeling of 
marginalization and domination that the FCP was 
created to alleviate. To effectively enhance on the 
effectiveness of the FCP therefore, the FCP must 
ensure that governmental institutions allocate 
slots to states in proportion to their actual 
population sizes. This proposition is viewed as 
fair, impartial and equitable which the 
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